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Language learning beyond Japanese university 
classrooms: video interviewing for study abroad

John Brine1, Emiko Kaneko2, Younghyon Heo3, 
Alexander Vazhenin4, and Gordon Bateson5

Abstract. In 2014, the University of Aizu was accepted for participation in Japan’s 
national TOP Global University (TGU) initiative. In this paper, we describe our 
use of video interviewing to prepare Japanese students for our Global Experience 
Gateway study abroad TGU project. Our university specializes in computer science 
education at undergraduate and graduate levels. Our students are preparing for careers 
or further research in either software or hardware specializations, and it is expected 
that English will be required increasingly in computer-related research and business. 
Within Japanese education, there is a view that the youth are reluctant to speak 
English (King, 2013), and our students use English infrequently. We have created a 
study abroad programme, which is intended to motivate students to study more in 
their regular English language classes to improve language skills and attain higher 
TOEIC scores. However, improved course grades and test scores do not prepare 
students with interpersonal communication skills required to function in an English-
speaking context. Recent literature on language learning outside of the classroom 
(Nunan & Richards, 2014) supports our use of video interviewing to prepare 
students for study abroad. We are teaching Japanese students to conduct and video-
record interviews with non-Japanese speakers in preparation for the conversational 
demands of study abroad. Practice with video equipment, interviewing techniques, 
simple camera work and editing helps our students to interact with our international 
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students and teachers. In this paper we outline the curriculum design, equipment 
selection, instruction, student project work, and assessment in this course. 

Keywords: interviewing, video, study abroad, motivation.

1.	 Introduction

Within the context of our TGU project, students are being recruited nationally and 
internationally to enroll in our university to study computer science in English 
at the undergraduate and graduate levels. While classroom-centered approaches 
involving teachers and textbooks have been the emphasis in language education in 
Japan, there is a shift towards more open educational resources. 

Nonetheless, students in formal language courses, unless required to do so, are 
unlikely to make much use of open internet resources. Having operated and taught 
with a Moodle server since 2004, we have employed open resources and worked to 
increase student engagement. Recently, we have sought ways to promote student 
interaction with non-Japanese speakers through authentic language learning 
activities outside the classroom (Richards, 2015). Our use of digital interviewing 
provides a communicative context consisting of the introduction, equipment setup, 
and questions and answers, which provides a scaffold for our Japanese students to 
conduct interviews with non-Japanese speakers.

2.	 Course design

In 2014, we began an elective course entitled Digital Storytelling for Engineering 
Narratives. Students were taught to follow a production process (Figure 1) to plan, 
film, and edit short descriptions and explanations of technical and engineering 
processes with which they were currently involved.

Figure  1.	 Video production process

During the first offering of this new experimental course, it became clear that 
digital storytelling was too open ended for most students. Allowing students to 
create their own stories was somewhat outside of the experience of most of the 
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students whose previous education had been primarily geared toward succeeding 
on entrance examinations. They also lacked experience with group project work. 
Furthermore, the technical content of the course, although not complex, needed 
more structure. The new structure involved development of three different 
assignments: 1) The Door Scene, 2) demonstration video, and 3) interview video. 
Each assignment consisted of three phases: pre-production, production, and post-
production. 

The course required students to create three videos, each of which was no longer 
than 5 minutes. The first was The Door Scene (AFI, 2006, p. 17), a short film about 
an urgent departure through a door, which was intended to help students learn the 
basics of storyboarding, camerawork, and acting. The second was a demonstration 
video to explain a process, such as folding origami paper. Students were expected to 
improve their skill and to add subtitles. The third was an interview which involved 
speaking with an international student or professor. Camerawork, subtitling and 
editing were more demanding for this video. Rubrics were used to evaluate two 
stages of development for each video: storyboarding and filming.

Our elective classes normally have a maximum of thirty students. The video 
class was divided into ten groups of three students with each group consisting of 
a director, actor, and cameraman. Most students now have mobile devices with 
high-quality video capability. However, ten sets of equipment were prepared (see 
Appendix 1) with full audio and video capabilities. The equipment was color coded 
so that students would use the same equipment each time. Each group was awarded 
a shared grade. Eventually, we intended to have individual members evaluate 
the performance of their fellow group members and to weigh individual grades 
accordingly.

In order to design and construct their digital story, students carried out the following 
steps:

•	 develop a digital story idea and create an outline;

•	 write a digital story script;

•	 create a storyboard;

•	 design, plan, record, and edit media files;

•	 produce a digital story in English and publish it online.
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Throughout the three assignments students incrementally acquired the skills 
necessary to reach the ultimate goal of conducting an interview, or structured 
conversation, with an international student or professor who might or might not 
know Japanese. Students developed interviews with the support of collections of 
conversation questions (Internet TESL Journal, n.d.). Interviewees whose first 
language was Japanese were not selected. During the elective course, we realized 
that the interview video would be an appropriate exercise for study abroad 
students with their homestay families, for example. Our interview component in 
the first course has now become the main assessed activity in our study abroad 
course.

3.	 Evaluation

During the elective course called Digital Storytelling for Engineering Narratives, 
we adopted an action research approach during which adjustments to the course 
were made on a continuous basis according to educational needs.

The second course, entitled Global Experience Gateway, ran from October 2014 
to March 2015, consisted of pertinent study abroad content, and included the 
study abroad trip. During the course, students also each completed two required 
interview videos: one before the study abroad trip and one during. After the 
course, these two video interview projects were evaluated with an emphasis on 
specific behavioral criteria in the manner of “can do” assessments.

Rubrics were set up to evaluate student work on two primary tasks. The 
storyboard criteria included completeness, clarity, camera angles, and scripting. 
The film production consisted of audio quality, video quality, open-endedness 
of questions, length of interview, and subtitling. Each step of each video was 
evaluated in a similar way. The primary goal of the interview videos was to 
increase student opportunity for authentic conversation around equipment and 
interview setup, and also during the interviews themselves.

In the second course, individual oral proficiency was also evaluated. Two weeks 
prior to and at the end of the three week study abroad experience, each student 
completed the Oral Proficiency Interview - computer (OPI-c) test. The OPI-c 
is a one-hour computerized test of English-usage skills consisting of a series of 
recorded questions. The evaluations were carried out by American Council on The 
Teaching of Foreign Languages (ACTFL) evaluators in the United States (Burke, 
2015). After only five weeks between two OPIc administrations, 12 out of 18 
students increased their level while 6 remained the same (see Table 1).
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Table  1.	 OPI-c scores for 18 study abroad students1

4.	 Discussion

Pryde (2015) suggests that students’ lack of communication during study abroad 
may indicate a lack of preparation for conversation (p. 170). Furthermore, Pryde 
(2015) has found that when students are studying abroad, their homestay hosts 
tend to dominate conversation (p. 502). Similarly, teachers tend to dominate 
classroom discourse. Alternatively, conducting interviews provided our students 
with numerous opportunities to control language in the interactions with English-
language speakers. We found that various aspects of video production gave students 
opportunities to work with the target language, such as 1) preparing the storyboard 
and script, 2) interacting with interviewee(s) when showing them the interview 
questions, 3) editing the questions and script, 4) conducting the interview, 5) 
subtitling the video, and 6) reviewing the subtitles with the interviewee(s). As we 
develop our courses, we will increase the structure and work on clarifying the 
evaluative criteria.

5.	 Conclusions

Our university, and others who have been designated TGU, are attempting to 
encourage Japanese students to both master technical knowledge and develop the 
ability to converse in English. In order to improve conversational skills, we have 
taught students to conduct and video record interviews. The interactional patterns 
that reinforce student lack of initiation in turn-taking may be changed through 
digital interviewing by providing students with clear control of the interactional 
context and by returning the initiation of conversation to the language learners 
(Lee, 2014).

1.	 Note: DNA refers to Dalian Neusoft Institute and Alpine Electronics, China; RHIT refers to Rose Hulman Institute 

of Technology, USA; Waikato refers to University of Waikato, New Zealand.
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Furthermore, our use of widely available mobile devices with video capacity helps 
students to gain entry into “legitimate participation” (Darvin & Norton, 2015, 
p. 50) through an empowering mediating artifact, and thereby bolster confidence.
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iOgrapher Case
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Rode SC3 Adaptors
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